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Abstract 
The article is focused on the impact of national program ”A different School”. This Romanian national project is a challenge 
for all educational actors (students and teachers, parents and local community representatives, policy makers) for cultivation 
of positive attitudes towards change and for develops social skills in contexts real life. This program is a  good reason to make 
change in relationship between school and community, between formal and nonformal education.  
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1. Introduction 
The program ‘A different school’ initiated by the Ministry of Education, Research, Youth and Sports was 
designed as an alternative to cultivate positive attitudes towards change and towards developing the social 
competences needed in real life contexts. It is addressed to all the actors involved in the educational process 
(pupils and teachers, parents and representatives of the local community, decision makers). 
M. Fullan [1] the specialist who deals with the changes of the educational system in his works states that 
teachers are (or rather should be) the agents of change. The program ‘A Different School’ can be interpreted, on 
the one hand as a proper example of applying the constructivist paradigm to the educational system and, on the 
other hand as a ‘challenge’ to face change. Both perspectives are representatives of the same concept: school in 
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the postmodern society. What is more, postmodernism is applied to a society which currently undertakes a 
transitional process, an aspect which therefore increases the complexity of the issue, due to the competences that 
the teachers and school principals have to demonstrate in order to be able to implement such a program. In order 
to measure this program’s efficiency at different levels of education, its advantages and limits, the types of 
competencies required from pupils and teachers, we initiated a research aimed at assessing the impact of  the 
national program ‘A different school’. The results of this research were the basis for designing a continuous 
training program for teachers and also for suggestions for the optimization of this national program.  
2. A Different School-or the constructivist paradigm in education 
Apart from the debates that the program ‘A Different School’ initiated, it is still a good example of proper 
practice for every aspect which using the constructivist paradigm in education entails. It is worth stressing the 
fact that the constructivist paradigm is the one that today offers the necessary frame for understanding the 
development of the human being according to the new theories concerning the human learning process, the 
theory of multiple intelligences, emotional intelligence and of a curriculum based on competences. The ‘A 
Different School’ program promotes the constructivist principle of the learning process via the curricular and 
extra-curricular activities, via real learning contexts, using direct experience and intrinsic motivation, heavily 
encouraging cooperation. The use of ‘real contexts’ favour competence building, which corresponds to the 
current vision on the part that school plays in training students for a dynamic world. As H. Siebert [2] states, the 
concept of ‘qualifications obtained’ is replaced by the competence development thesis. ‘The social, personal and 
meta-cognitive competences are more complex than the qualifications obtained as a result of some respected 
‘training’ programs. Competences are built live, in social and professional contexts and exclusively via 
experience’ [2-37]. In other words, the program ‘A Different School’ has promoted the constructivist paradigm 
principles within education and the teaching staff have applied, tested and assessed these principles by using the 
activities they have designed. 
3. A Different School-A challenge for all actors of the educational system 
The ‘A Different School’ program was a challenge for the representations about how one can study and teach 
in a different manner. The term different in itself created deconstructions and reconstructions of the classical 
educational activities, from a constructivist point of view. The educational activities needed to be projected, 
implemented and evaluated differently. From this perspective, the program was a real test of the teachers’ 
capacity to change and innovate, while equally testing the resistance to change of all the implied actors. 
In a work which became one of the classics of the domain, Huberman shows that an innovation is an 
improvement which is ‘measurable, deliberate, durable and less probable to take place frequently’ [3-15]. The 
same author shows that innovations are generally related to turning the educational system into a professional one 
and that they entail a corresponding change in the attitudes and activities of the teaching staff. 
To support this view, the Romanian pedagogue L. Vlăsceanu [4] identifies two types of innovations 
introduced in the educational system at the initiative of the teaching staff and the political decision makers alike, 
on different hierarchical levels. The first type is called ‘the pedagogical change of the educational practices’ and 
it concerns the didactic means and teaching methods, the school books and the teaching, learning and assessment 
strategies. 
Considering the mentioned criteria, ‘A Different School’ was a complex change, which, induced by the 
political decision makers, brought with it educational practice changes. It was mandatory for the teaching staff to 
find other ways to project didactic and extra-didactic activities, to use community resources, to establish 
partnerships with colleagues from other schools, in a word to change the known educational practices.  
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One of the questions that arise about the teacher which works in the ‘Different School’ is: which are the 
competences that this teacher has to have? / do we need a ‘different’ teacher, a different competence profile? Or 
does it suffice to have a professional, if we consider that ‘the education professional is the one who knows how to 
apply and value his competences in any given situation; he knows how to take action depending on the situation; 
he is capable of reasoning in the face of new situations so as to adapt and to dominate the new situation’ [5-59].  
In our research about teacher as critical thinker [6],[7]  we demonstraded  that a postmodern teacher who is a 
critical thinker has an innovative behaviour.  A lot of studies [8],[9],[10] demonstrated that the schools needs 
competent postmodern teachers. The pedagogical culture of the teachers needs to be completed by the skills and 
imperative and explicative models of the educational phenomena, which the social pedagogy and educational 
sociology can provide. 
4.  Research design  
The purpose of this study is to identify the students’, teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of the   national 
program ‘A different School’; to identify the means of organising, implementing, assessing and using the ‘A 
Different School’ program from multiple perspectives (those of the students, parents and teachers) so as to 
optimize it; to suggest some directions of optimization of the ‘A Different School’ program for the school units in 
the region of development number 7 (Centre). 
The study was conducted between the 4th and the 7th of April 2012, when questionnaires were administered by 
the designed personnel of the Transilvania University of Brasov and by the collaborators named by the local 
school inspectorates of Braúov, Harghita and Covasna (all pertaining to the region of development number 7, 
Centre). The discussions with the teaching stuff, students and the focus-group with the school principals were 
also part of the research methods used in this research and they took place until the end of May 2012. The 
research was conducted on 1500 students, 500 teachers and 500 parents. A questionnaire for students, teachers, 
school principals and parents was designed and applied. The study was conducted in twenty Romanian primary 
and secondary schools.  
5. Results and Discussions 
The data collected via the questionnaires were analysed from a qualitative and quantitative perspective. The 
quantitative analysis has shown that most students consider the program ‘A Different School’ to be relaxing, as 
revealed in the answers for item: How would you describe the ‘A Different School’ program? The program is 
seen as being mostly relaxing and interesting and in the least as being demanding: Relaxing-3,86; Interesting-
3,74; educational- 3,27; useful -3,00; demanding-1,89. 
The greatest achievement of the program, from the students’ perspective is increasing their interest for the 
school. 
Table 1. The competences acquiered according to the educational level 
  
Competences  Primary  
School    
Secondary   
school 
High  
School  
Communication 
Cooperation                                            
252 
259 
301 
234 
271 
192 
Team spirit 
Interest for school 
Interest for the community 
263 
224 
196 
323 
146 
162 
261 
82 
139 
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As the above table shows, the greatest achievement of the program, from the students’ perspective is 
increasing their interest for the educational process. This, alongside the constructivist paradigm, underlines the 
need to adapt school and the educational practices to authentic tasks and real learning contexts. 
From the analysis of the open-ended items it has resulted that the activities that were highly appreciated by the 
students were the ones related to: sports activities (42%), trips (35%) museum visits (12%)concerts (11%). This 
unveils a vulnerable aspect: on the one hand, the relatively reduced number of appreciated activities and on the 
other hand the fact that the students appreciate mostly extracurricular activities and tend to forget about the 
‘different’ curricular ones, aspect confirmed by the discussions we had with the teachers as well. 
The students have also revealed the weaknesses of the program: the lack of a larger range of activities; the 
placing of the ‘A Different School’ program right before a holiday week; the mandatory nature of the program 
(being absent is marked in the register)- mostly valid for the high-school students about to graduate; the 
demanding nature of the program. 
We consider the weaknesses that the students have pointed out to be problems that need urgent solutions. The 
reduced range of activities, often reduced to extracurricular activities such as trips or visits may indeed give the 
impression of ‘outside of school’, the learning process becoming secondary. This impression is underlined by the 
placing of the program right before the holiday. The fact that the students consider the mandatory nature of the 
program demonstrates once more that there is a wrong perception of the program. (the trip is not mandatory! 
Stated the students in the discussions had). These opinions emphasize the existence of a traditionalist mentality 
according to which the learning process takes place only in a formal environment, inside the classroom. The role 
of the teaching staff in changing the attitude towards the learning process becomes very important at this point. 
Nonetheless, despite these weaknesses, the quantitative analysis demonstrates that the perception of the students 
on the ‘A Different School’ program is generally a positive one. 
The perceptions of the teaching staff on the program are quite interesting. Although there are differences 
between the categories of teachers, an overwhelming majority (73,45%) consider the program ‘A Different 
School’ to be tiresome and demanding.  
The weaknesses of the program from the perspective of the teaching staff are the following: the placement of 
the program in the same week for all school (which led to overcrowding and reprogramming of certain activities 
e.t.c. );the lack of some material and financial resources in order to efficiently cover all the activities scheduled; 
demanding program. The weaknesses pointed out by the teaching staff have a solid base and constitute aspects to 
improve. If we are to comparatively analyse the results, there is a difference between the teachers as far as the 
attitude towards this program is concerned. The teachers in primary school and kindergarten were most open to 
this program, which has translated in a larger array of activities (apart from trips and visits they have organised 
contests, shows, projects, they have developed partnerships) and has led to the positive perception of both pupils 
and parents on this program. The discussions had with the teaching staff show that the main variable which 
makes a difference is the volume and quality of pedagogical culture present in the respective categories of 
teachers. An important perspective on the ‘Different School’ is the one of the parents. As positive aspects of the 
program, they list: Taking part in various activities has led to a better understanding of the students’ aptitudes and 
competences;The program has strengthened the collaboration relationship between parents and school. 
The weaknesses of the program from the parents’ point of view were: The program has proven to be 
expensive; Placing the program one week before holiday has induced the idea of ‘holiday’, The demanding 
program. The parents’ perception on the program is important because parents may contribute to the 
improvement of the program by making suggestions or getting directly involved. Once again there are differences 
in the perception of the parents of primary school children, who get more involved than those of secondary 
school children. These results may lead to an important conclusion, namely that attracting the parents in such 
programs results in raising awareness and responsibility to both them and the students, in a change of attitude 
towards school and the real use of the collaboration and cooperation spirit. 
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Conclusions  
After interpretation of the collected data, the following theoretical and practical conclusions can be 
considered: 
The ‘A Different School’ program has inspired research related to the following problematic areas: which are 
the competences that a teacher working in the ‘different school’ should have? What didactic and extra-didactic 
activities should be projected and implemented for a long-term formative impact? Which ways of assessing the 
impact of the program are useful? The following ways of optimizing the program have emerged from the current 
research: Scheduling the ‘A Different School Program’ at a time chosen by the teachers and students/parents 
together in order to maximize the formative effects, avoid a superposition of activities, e.t.c.); finding some 
material and financial resources in the local community so as to decrease the costs of this program; scheduling 
the activities on a larger time span (for example a month) in order to increase the formative effects and decrease 
the demanding nature of the program. 
One of the practical implications of the conducted study is the implementation of a continuous training 
program for the teaching staff, concerning the projecting, implementation and evaluation of didactic and extra-
didactic activities needed for such a program (this year the training program goes on under the name of ‘know 
more, be better’ name which not only leads to the idea of information/learning-‘know more’ but also to the idea 
of development and evolution through competence-‘be better’) 
We suggest that such a program be designed starting from a set of competences which can be restructured 
according to the demands of the program running this year and to the professional characteristics of the teaching 
staff. We refer mostly to continuous teacher training programs in order to promote/value the pedagogical 
potential of extracurricular activities. The teacher training program can be designed and held in a modular 
structure, as follows: 
 
Table 2. The  teacher training program 
Set of competences to be developed  
 
Topics of the module in the training program 
Competences of projection of the extracurricular activities Theoretical backgrounds of extracurricular activities 
Models of extracurricular activity projecting 
Implementation of the extracurricular activities competences Extracurricular activities strategy 
Pedagogical use of social contexts 
 
Competences of assessment of the extracurricular activities Strategies of assessment of the learning process results in social 
contexts 
Strategies of assessment of extracurricular activities 
Competences of using community resources The projecting of social and educational programs 
Social pedagogy 
Central/local educational policies 
Competences of collaboration, cooperation Intercultural education 
Intercultural communication 
Creativity and didactic innovation Education in favour of change 
Psycho-pedagogy of creativity 
 Critical thinking 
Educational Research 
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